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        Seraphina

      

      

      

      My fingers brush against Knox's as he hands me my morning tea, and I feel a spark—not static electricity, but that same magnetic connection that's always existed between us, unchanged by time or circumstance. I pull back quickly, retreating to the other side of the kitchen island, needing physical distance to maintain emotional boundaries. A week in New York, a week of navigating this strange new reality where I'm not quite prisoner but certainly not free, where Knox occupies every corner of my life with his overwhelming presence. He's everywhere—in the penthouse we now share, in the gallery where his security man shadows my every move, in my inbox where his messages check on my well-being with clockwork regularity, in my dreams where memories of the island replay in vivid detail. I'm drowning in Knox Vance, and the most terrifying part is how natural it feels to stop fighting the current.

      "You look tired," he observes, his dark eyes missing nothing as he sips his black coffee. "Not sleeping well?"

      "I'm fine," I respond automatically, though we both know it's not entirely true. The morning sickness has kicked in with a vengeance this week, leaving me queasy and exhausted. Knox has been there for every episode, appearing with ginger tea and cool cloths as if summoned by some primal instinct.

      "You have the Farrow collection opening tonight," he reminds me, as if I could possibly forget the most important exhibition of the season. "I'll have the car ready at six."

      "I can take a cab," I counter, a token resistance we both know is futile. "There's no need for you to rearrange your schedule."

      His smile is patient, indulgent. "My schedule is already arranged, Seraphina. I'll be there."

      And that's how it goes—every assertion of independence met with calm insistence, every attempt to create space countered by his unwavering presence. Not through force or threats, but through a relentless, gentle pressure that's somehow harder to fight than outright domination.

      After breakfast, I retreat to the office he created for me, ostensibly to review the final details for tonight's opening but really to gather my thoughts, to find moments where I'm not directly under his gaze. The space is perfect—everything I could want in a work environment, tailored specifically to my needs as if he'd been inside my head. It's thoughtful, considerate, and completely unnerving how well he knows me.

      My phone buzzes with a text from Lisa, my assistant at the gallery:

      
        
          
            
              
        Richard's replacement from São Paulo calling again. What should I tell him?

      

      

      

      

      

      A familiar knot forms in my stomach. Richard's sudden departure—orchestrated by Knox, of course—left a hole in our curatorial team that needs filling. But every candidate I interview seems to have some connection to Knox, some loyalty that makes me question their independence. It's as if he's slowly infiltrating every aspect of my professional life, surrounding me with people who answer to him as much as to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tell him I'll call back this afternoon .

      

      

      

      

      

      I reply, knowing I'll probably cancel again. The thought of adding another Knox-approved person to my staff makes me irrationally resistant, even if they're perfectly qualified.

      At noon, I leave for the gallery, taking the private elevator Knox installed directly from my office to the garage where Cain, my "security detail," waits beside a sleek black SUV. He's professionally polite, never intrusive, but his presence is a constant reminder of Knox's control extending well beyond the penthouse walls.

      "Good afternoon, Ms. Vale," he greets me, opening the rear door. "Directly to the gallery today?"

      "Yes, please," I respond, sliding into the leather seat. At least he doesn't report my every movement to Knox. Or so I've been told. I'm not entirely convinced.

      The gallery is my sanctuary—or it was, before Knox's influence began seeping into even this space. Now I notice the surveillance cameras installed "for security purposes." The new insurance policy covering the priceless artworks we display, courtesy of a company I later discovered is a Vance Technologies subsidiary. The renovated lighting system that just happened to be donated by an anonymous benefactor.

      Piece by piece, Knox is marking his territory, claiming my professional domain as subtly but thoroughly as he's claimed every other aspect of my life.

      "Seraphina, there you are!" Lisa hurries toward me, tablet in hand. "The caterers had a question about the wine selection for tonight, and that new collector—Mr. Jiang—wants to preview the collection before the opening."

      Work. Focus on work. That's my mantra these days, the one thing that still feels somewhat under my control. I throw myself into final preparations for the opening, positioning artwork, approving lighting, rehearsing my remarks for the press. Cain maintains a discreet distance, positioned near the entrance where he can observe without interfering.

      Hours pass in productive activity until my phone chimes with a text from Knox: "Car arriving in 45 minutes. The red dress is hanging in your office. Wear it tonight."

      The presumption of it makes my blood boil. The red dress—a stunning Valentino that appeared in my closet yesterday—is exactly what I would have chosen myself for tonight's event. Which makes Knox's directive all the more infuriating. It's as if he's inside my head, anticipating my choices before I make them, then positioning himself as the authority granting permission.

      "I'll wear what I please," I mutter, even as I find myself walking to my office where, sure enough, the red dress hangs in perfect readiness.

      It would be childish to reject it purely out of spite. Professional suicide to appear anything less than impeccable at tonight's opening. So I change into the dress, hating that it fits perfectly, that the color makes my skin glow, that Knox knew exactly what would showcase me to best advantage.

      When I emerge, Lisa's eyes widen appreciatively. "Wow. That's…wow. Knox has amazing taste."

      "I have amazing taste," I correct her, perhaps more sharply than necessary. "Knox just happens to agree."

      Her knowing smile suggests she sees right through my protest, which only irritates me further. Has everyone in my life decided that Knox and I are some predestined couple, that his high-handed methods are somehow romantic rather than controlling?

      The SUV arrives precisely on schedule, and I'm not surprised to find Knox already inside, immaculate in a black suit that probably costs more than most people's monthly rent. He looks up from his phone as I slide in beside him, his eyes darkening appreciably as they take in the red dress.

      "Beautiful," he says simply, and I hate the warmth that spreads through me at the approval in his voice.

      "The dress or me?" I challenge, fastening my seatbelt with more force than necessary.

      "Both." His hand covers mine briefly, our fingers brushing again with that same electric awareness. "But mostly you. Always you."

      I pull my hand away, staring out the window as Manhattan flows past. "You didn't need to escort me tonight. I'm perfectly capable of handling a gallery opening on my own. I've been doing it for years."

      "I know you're capable," he responds, unruffled by my prickliness. "That's never been in question. But this is your first public appearance since the wedding incident. I thought my presence might...deflect some of the more intrusive questions."

      He's right, of course. The press has been in a feeding frenzy since Knox's dramatic interruption of my wedding. Speculation runs rampant about our relationship, about why I was marrying Richard when apparently I had a billionaire lover waiting in the wings, about whether this was all some elaborate publicity stunt.

      The pregnancy isn't public knowledge yet—won't be until I start showing or we decide to announce it. But Knox's presence tonight will set a clear narrative: we're together. A united front. Not a kidnapping victim and her captor, but a couple reconciled after a separation.

      It's strategic. Sensible. And completely infuriating that he's once again ten steps ahead of me, anticipating problems and implementing solutions before I've even fully processed the situation.

      The gallery is already filling with guests when we arrive, the city's art elite mingling with critics, collectors, and the inevitable social climbers who attend such events to be seen rather than to appreciate art. All conversation pauses momentarily as Knox and I enter, his hand at the small of my back, a proprietary gesture that sends a clear message to everyone watching.

      "Ms. Vale, Mr. Vance!" A reporter from Art Monthly approaches, digital recorder already extended. "What a pleasure to see you both tonight. Can we get a comment on your reconciliation after the dramatic events at St. Patrick's Cathedral?"

      Knox's hand tightens slightly against my back, a silent signal that he'll handle this if I prefer. But this is my gallery, my professional domain. I need to maintain some control.

      "I'm happy to discuss the Farrow collection," I reply smoothly. "It represents an important evolution in contemporary abstract expressionism that deserves attention."

      "Of course, but our readers are naturally curious about⁠—"

      "About the exceptional artists we're featuring tonight," Knox interrupts, his tone pleasant but brooking no argument. "Seraphina has curated a groundbreaking exhibition. That's the story worth telling."

      The reporter retreats, knowing better than to press further, and Knox guides me deeper into the gallery, greeting patrons and collectors with the easy charm that makes him so dangerous. He knows everyone, remembers their children's names, their artistic preferences, their recent acquisitions. And they respond to him with a deference that borders on obsequiousness, even those who typically treat gallery directors like myself with condescension.

      "Mikhail," Knox greets a Russian oligarch whose collection rivals small museums. "Have you seen the centerpiece yet? It's exactly what you've been looking for to complete the east wing."

      And just like that, I'm witnessing a million-dollar sale unfold before my eyes, orchestrated by a man who claims technology as his domain but seems equally adept in the rarified air of high art. By the end of the evening, we've sold three major pieces and have commitments for four more—a record even for our most successful exhibitions.

      "You're good at this," I admit reluctantly as we ride back to the penthouse, the opening an unqualified success behind us.

      "At what specifically?" Knox asks, his attention focused on his phone where he's undoubtedly managing some aspect of his empire even at this late hour.

      "All of it. The schmoozing. The sales. The press management." I stare out the window, not wanting to see his satisfaction at my acknowledgment. "It's like you've invaded every corner of my professional life and somehow made it...better. More successful. Which just makes it harder to resent your interference."

      He sets his phone aside, giving me his full attention. "It's not interference, Seraphina. It's partnership. There's a difference."

      "Partnership suggests equality," I counter. "Mutual decision-making. Not one person orchestrating everything while the other just...complies."

      "Is that how you see it?" Genuine curiosity colors his voice. "That I'm orchestrating and you're complying?"

      "How else would you describe it? You decide where I live, how I get to work, who provides security, what dress I wear..." The frustration I've been containing all week spills out. "You're everywhere, Knox. Controlling everything. Making it impossible for me to maintain any sense of separate identity."

      Instead of the defensive response I expect, he simply nods, considering my words. "I can see how it feels that way to you," he acknowledges, surprising me. "And perhaps I've been...overzealous in some areas."

      The admission is so unexpected that I turn to look at him directly. "Overzealous?"

      "I want to protect you. Provide for you. Ensure your happiness and success in all things." His dark eyes hold mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch. "But I don't want to suffocate the very qualities that make you who you are. Your independence. Your fire. Your determination to forge your own path."

      "You have a funny way of showing it," I mutter, but the heat has gone out of my accusation.

      "I'm learning," he says simply. "Finding the balance that eluded us before. But understand this, Seraphina—I will never stop trying to give you everything you need, whether you recognize those needs yourself or not. That's not control. That's love."

      The word hangs between us, loaded with implications neither of us has fully addressed since my abduction from the altar. Love. Is that what this is? This consuming, overwhelming connection that defies rational thought? This push-pull between independence and surrender?

      The car stops in front of the building, and Knox helps me out, his hand warm against mine. Our fingers brush, and that same electric awareness races through me, undimmed by proximity or familiarity.

      In the elevator, he stands close but doesn't touch me, respecting the emotional distance I've tried to maintain all evening. But as the doors open to the penthouse foyer, I find myself reaching for him, drawn by some force greater than my pride or reservations.

      "Knox," I begin, not entirely sure what I'm trying to say. That he's making it impossible to fight this? That his gradual infiltration of every aspect of my life is both terrifying and oddly comforting? That despite everything—the high-handedness, the controlling tendencies, the sheer audacity of his certainty—I'm starting to remember why I fell for him in the first place?

      He waits, patient, giving me space to find the words. When they don't come, he simply brushes his knuckles against my cheek, a touch so gentle it almost undoes me completely.

      "I know," he says softly. "I feel it too."

      And that's the most infuriating part of all—that he does know, that he can read me so easily, that all my carefully constructed walls might as well be glass to his penetrating gaze. That he's making it impossible to maintain the emotional distance I've fought so hard to preserve, not through force or manipulation, but through a steady, relentless campaign of...care. Of anticipating my needs. Of removing obstacles. Of making my life better in ways I can't deny, even as I struggle against the implications.

      I step back, needing physical distance to maintain some semblance of emotional clarity. "I'm going to bed. Alone."

      He nods, accepting this small assertion of independence without argument. "Sleep well, Seraphina."

      As I retreat to the guest room I've insisted on using despite Knox's objections, I can't escape the knowledge that he's winning. Not through coercion or ultimatums, but through persistence. Through knowing exactly when to push and when to yield. Through making himself so essential to every aspect of my life that imagining a future without him becomes increasingly impossible.

      And the most terrifying realization of all? Part of me doesn't want to fight it anymore. Part of me wants to surrender to this inevitable gravitational pull, to stop exhausting myself swimming against a current too powerful to resist.

      Part of me wants to go home—not to the guest room or my old apartment, but to Knox's bed. To his arms. To the place where, despite everything, I've always felt most completely myself.

      That weakness, that yearning, frightens me more than any of his controlling tendencies ever could.
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        Knox

      

      

      
      My hands move deftly across the keyboard as I place the order, but I feel a warmth in my chest, an uncomfortable heat that I recognize not as guilt but as possessive pride. Seraphina is entering her second trimester, the slight changes in her body visible only to someone who studies her as thoroughly as I do. The subtle fullness of her breasts, straining against bras that no longer fit quite right. The barely perceptible curve of her abdomen where our child grows. She's been hiding these changes beneath loose clothing, as if denying the physical evidence of our connection might somehow preserve the emotional distance she's fighting so hard to maintain. But I see everything—every transformation, every new curve, every sign that her body is nurturing the life we created together. And I intend to worship those changes, to make her feel not just accepted but desired, cherished, adored as her body transforms with my child inside her.

      The lingerie atelier's website is exclusive, accessible only to their most discerning clients. No mass production here, only bespoke pieces created specifically for the woman who will wear them. I scroll through their maternity collection, examining each design with critical attention to detail. Seraphina deserves only the finest—silks that will caress her increasingly sensitive skin, lace delicate enough to honor her natural elegance, support structured to cradle her changing body without constraint.

      I select a dozen designs, each one chosen with specific stages of her pregnancy in mind. For now, pieces that celebrate the subtle changes only I can see—slightly fuller cups to accommodate her more generous breasts, waistlines that forgive the early expansion of her midsection. For later, more specialized designs engineered to support and showcase a more pronounced baby bump, to make her feel beautiful and desirable as her body transforms more dramatically.

      The color palette is carefully considered. Emerald green to complement her eyes. Deep burgundy that makes her honey-blonde hair glow like spun gold. Midnight blue that turns her fair skin luminous. And black—always black—because nothing makes Seraphina look more like the goddess she is than black lace against her creamy skin.

      My finger hesitates over the "Special Requirements" field on the order form. This is where I can provide specific instructions, customizations beyond the standard designs. What I want to request feels too intimate to type, too personal to share even with the discreet professionals who will craft these garments. Yet the image in my mind—Seraphina draped in silk and lace, rounded with my child, wearing my name embroidered into the very fabric caressing her skin—is too compelling to ignore.

      I type: "Each piece to include 'Vance' embroidered discreetly in matching thread. Interior waistbands only, not visible when worn."

      A small detail, invisible to anyone but her and me. A constant reminder against her skin of who she belongs to, of whose child she carries, of the inevitability I've been so patiently working toward since bringing her back into my life.

      The total appears on screen—a sum that would buy a luxury car, perhaps excessive for undergarments that will be worn for a relatively brief period. I click "Confirm" without hesitation. Nothing is excessive when it comes to Seraphina. Nothing is too much to ensure she feels beautiful, desired, worshipped during this transformative time.

      The order confirmed, I lean back in my chair, allowing myself to indulge in thoughts of how she'll look wearing each piece as her pregnancy progresses. I imagine her initial resistance—the flash of indignation in those green eyes, the stubborn set of her jaw as she prepares to refuse such an intimate gift. Then the inevitable curiosity as she examines the quality, the craftsmanship, the thoughtfulness behind each selection. Finally, the surrender to sensation as she feels the luxury against her skin, as she sees herself transformed not into someone diminished by pregnancy but elevated, glorified by it.

      Seraphina has always been beautiful. But Seraphina carrying my child? That's a beauty beyond description, a primal satisfaction that resonates in the most ancient part of my being.

      My phone chimes with a calendar alert: her first official prenatal appointment with the specialist I've arranged. Another milestone, another thread connecting us more permanently. She resisted at first, insisting on using her own doctor, but eventually conceded that Dr. Cameron's expertise in high-risk pregnancies—though hers isn't high-risk, I'm taking no chances—made him the logical choice.

      These small victories accumulate day by day. Her

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Claiming the Runaway
      


      		
        Sex and Candy - Exclusive Freebie
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/boundinsilk.jpg






